FIFTEENTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘C’

I expect that you have heard this one before because it comes to my mind whenever I read this Gospel reading.  My brother Pete is a lawyer, and when he and Jeannine married they selected this reading for their ceremony.  In my homily at their wedding, I acknowledged that it was no surprise that a lawyer would be interested in an inheritance, but it was commendable that the inheritance he was after was eternal life.

The lawyer in the Gospel even knew the answer to his own question  - “Love God, and love your neighbor as yourself.”  But he was hoping for a narrow interpretation of the term “neighbor”, which Jesus would not allow.  Thus we were given the Parable of the Good Samaritan.

The priest and the Levite in the parable easily justified passing by the injured man, just as the lawyer had hoped to.  They were on their ways to perform ritual sacrifices.  The beaten man had been left half-dead by his attackers.  And, in the event that he now was dead, touching his body would render them impure and unable to perform the sacrifices.  The sacrifices, of course, were intended for God, so they felt justified.

The Samaritan, a member of the most despised group in Israel, is not considered to be good because he has the money to act on what he sees.  His greatness is that he has eyes to see it all – the Samaritan has the view of mercy.

Jesus tells the lawyer that, to be saved, whole and happy, we must love God and ourselves by loving our neighbors, including those for whom we may have no understanding or liking – we must allow compassion to change our hearts and our lives.

The answer to the question “who is my neighbor?” lies in the person of Jesus Christ.  Jesus opened the door of the Kingdom to welcome anyone who loves God and neighbor, regardless of their ethnicity or ritual purity or impurity.  Jesus stretched the bonds of neighbor so far that they ceased to exclude anyone.

Our uniqueness as human beings lies in the fact that our flesh and blood were once worn and dignified by the coming of God into our world in the person of Jesus Christ.  The character of God has been revealed and made knowable.  Christ made present and visible, in an active way, the God who is invisible.

Keeping the law should be an authentic expression of love, even if such love requires people to go beyond the law. In the reading from the Book of Deuteronomy we see that Moses taught this to his people: “If only you would heed the voice of the Lord, your God and keep his commandments and statutes that are written in the book of the law when you return to the Lord your God with all your heart and all your soul.  For this command that I enjoin on you today is not too mysterious and remote for you.  It is not up in the sky or across the sea.  No, it is something very near to you, already in your mouths and in our hearts; you only have to carry it out.”

Jesus’ teaching is summed up in the word ‘mercy’.  The Parable of the Good Samaritan makes it clear that the command to live God and to love your neighbor as yourself is more than a pious ideal; rather, these words demand to come to life in us, as we care for others in need.  Moreover, these words call us to set aside prejudice and look beyond any differences that may keep us from translating our care into practical service and action.

As Church, we are not content when laws say that abortion and the execution of prisoners are legal.  We struggle under laws that call for the arrest, incarceration, abuse, and deportation of undocumented people, which causes families to be torn apart and made to live in fear and dire need.

A sidebar in the “Hampton Chronicle” of this past week reads, “We Want Gus Back” to hold a fundraiser. Gustavo Sosa was deported in July of 2009.  Since then, his friends and family have begun raising money to bring :Gustavo back home and to get him legal citizenship.  I recall the frustration and sadness at Fareway a year ago, the day after authorities had detained Gustavo Sosa.  He had come to be loved and respected by his coworkers at the store.  But graduation from high school made him immediately illegal, no longer with the right to live here, according to present immigration laws.

Along with perhaps thousands of others, I received a letter this past week from Senator Charles Grassley in which he says, “I support means to improve visa programs and legal immigration so that willing workers can come to the United States on a truly temporary basis.  We need to provide better options for those who wish to work here, however, our visa programs must operate to protect American workers and our national security. “         “Immigration reform will likely be a key issue in the near future; however, it is unlikely if the Senate will be able to pass legislation before the end of the year.”

These contemporary social issues, especially immigration, which is very present to us, put us in the position of the lawyer in the gospel, expanding our awareness of who is our neighbor.  And daily we are reminded of the countless homeless and hungry neighbors in our nation, as well as in nations throughout the world.  As followers of Christ, these needs of our neighbors call us to go beyond the law in reaching out to them in love.

Our flesh and blood were once worn and dignified by the coming of God into the world in the person of Jesus Christ.  The character of God has been revealed and made knowable to us in the person of Jesus Christ.  The God who is invisible was made present and visible to us in a real and active way.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, who took up the cause of many Jews in Nazi Germany, spoke with great conviction on this subject: “Neighborliness is not a quality in other people; it is simply their claim on ourselves.  We have literally no time to sit down and ask ourselves whether so-and-so is our neighbor or not.  We must get into action and obey: we must behave like a neighbor to him.” 

As Christ is made visible to us in the bread and wine we will soon offer in the Eucharist, may we always make God present and visible in a real and active way by our love for all others, our neighbors.
